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I have long been fascinated by the final words that people utter before they depart this earth. Sometimes those words are placed on the tombstone of the deceased. My all-time favorite tombstone epitaph is "I told you I was sick." 
My next favorite epitaph is the one I saw last summer on a grave marker in God’s Acre, the Moravian Cemetery in Winston-Salem. I walked along reading the various gravestone quotes like "The Lord is My Shepherd" or "Jesus Makes My Heart Rejoice." Then I came upon a marker quote that said, "Hazel Jones-She did the best she could." I didn’t know Hazel, but I said to myself, "I like her."
I am sure that the family members missed Hazel Jones. I imagine that saying goodbye to her was not easy.
It’s always difficult to say goodbye to a loved one. There is always a poignancy in the classic goodbye scene. Go out to the airport and sit there and watch as people bid farewell to a loved one or a friend as they board the plane. Go to a wedding, and watch parents saying goodbye to a child who is now leaving as a wife or husband or partner. Go to a high school graduation, and watch the students saying goodbye to classmates. "It’s over. Thanks for the memories. Have a good life." Some are weeping, tears flowing down the face, and some are crying inside.
I remember when our first child graduated from Epworth Pre-school. There was a little ceremony with parents invited. It was like a graduation with classmates all around-little Katie and Richie and Beth, all of them leaving their pre-school friends to make the transition to kindergarten. We knew we may not see some of those classmates again. It was a poignant moment.
Next week in this service we will honor our high school graduates as they begin their leave-taking from classmates they’ve seen daily for four years. We begin to see the present experience fade, and now we have the memories-the photographs, the videotape, the yearbook, to remind us. Soon the people who were present will be absent. Goodbyes are never easy. But leaving is necessary.
All of us go through life-passages-leaving our childhood friends, saying goodbyes to favorite teachers, growing up, your first kiss, your first job, and it’s time for college. Then you load your books and CDs, pictures of your best buddies. You carry a tin of grandmother’s chocolate chip cookies and other essential stuff, and you head for college or work. Goodbyes are essential to make way for the future. It may sound trite, but you can’t say hello to someone new until you say goodbye to others.
Sammy Davis Jr. was a fine singer and entertainer. At his funeral some years ago, one actor spoke of his last visit with Davis at his bedside, where he lay unable to talk, dying of throat cancer. The visitor reported that as Davis lay there, he began to form an imaginary ball with his hands. The visitor said, "He tossed that imaginary ball to me, and I caught it."
When Jim Henson, the creator of "Sesame Street" died, he left us with all the muppets that he created-Miss Piggy, Kermit the Frog, Big Bird, and Bert and Ernie. Many of the people at Henson’s funeral had worked with him, and they all wore bright clothes and sang from their hearts, through their tears. And Henson’s wife said, "He stayed with us long enough to give us certainly all we need, if we’re strong enough to carry on."
The ball is now tossed to us. He gave us all we need-if we are strong enough to carry on.
On the church’s calendar, today is known as Ascension Sunday, the day we celebrate the ascension of Jesus, the day Jesus left this earth and ascended to be at the right hand of God. The disciples had already been through a devastating crucifixion. They endured the roller coaster of emotions as they first wept at his death and then rejoiced at his resurrection. Forty days later, Jesus says, "Now I must leave you, but stay here until you are clothed with power."
Jesus is saying that he will send the Comforter, the Holy Spirit, to be with them. 
What’s going on here? Jesus is the charismatic leader whose presence inspires his followers. But now he has finished his earthly mission. He will no longer be present, but absent. And here is the strangeness of this day. We have gathered here to remember Jesus’ ascension. Which means that we are here today to celebrate Jesus’ absence.
We may have overlooked the importance of being absent. In one of Henri Nouwen’s books, The Living Reminder, he reflects on the gifts that result from being absent. Throughout Jesus’ ministry, he frequently withdrew from the crowds. He knew the importance of being absent. If we are constantly together, we may start to invest in a myth that nothing can happen unless I am here. The universe revolves around me and my actions, my thoughts, my personality, my presence. But Nouwen reminds us that what makes a relationship powerful is not our presence, but our absence. 
Think about it. What makes music is not all sound, but moments of silence-the rests, the pauses, the spaces between the notes. The absence of sound creates rhythm and movement. Likewise, when we are absent from each other, we can see each other in a new way. 
Someone once told me, "It was the three months we spent apart that brought us closer together. Closeness can grow in the interplay between presence and absence. Jesus could say to us, "When I leave, you will find a power, an energy, available to you."
There is such a thing as a ministry of absence. Creative withdrawal. Parents must learn this in the rearing of children. At first your presence is crucial to the child, but gradually you begin this interplay of presence and absence. Back off. Give them room. I once asked a family of bright, creative teenagers how they turned out to be such terrific kids. One of them popped up, smiling, and said, "Because our parents abandoned us." In other words, she was saying, "They gave us room to develop, to think, to grow."
We have to be present, yes, but we also have to learn to be absent, to let go, to leave. When we go visit someone who is sick or one who is celebrating good news, it’s important that we go, but it’s also important that we leave. As Nouwen says, "The memory of the visit can become as important as the visit itself."
 
What do we do when Jesus leaves us? What do we do when any important person leaves us? We can be paralyzed, depressed, or scared. We can sit nervously in the boat, waiting for a captain to show up and lead us. We can sit there in the boat with the sail still tied, flapping in the harbor. Or we can push off and open our sail to allow the wind of the Spirit to explode and send us sailing.
What do we do when it seems that God has left us? We wait. We summon our courage. We pray for the Spirit to guide us. We wait while we let go of the dark feelings that stir inside us. When Jesus left this earth, he in essence said that we will find God again, but not in the same form as before. You can’t force God to come to you in the same way God came to you when you were 14 or 17 or the way God came to you last year. God is free to come to us in different ways. We must discern how God is leading us in this present time. That means we must learn to trust, to study our own life, to see where God is moving.
We humans are limited. We have limits in what we can accomplish by our own will power and determination. In this congregation, we are part of a faith community because we need the energy of God’s people. We need the energy of the Spirit that flows through us to each other. We come here to wait on the Spirit, to connect to the spiritual energy that is sent to us. That’s the only way we discover that we have more courage, more patience, more strength than we have on our own.
Ascension Sunday is an odd, holy day. It’s a day to say goodbye to Jesus. It’s a day to reckon with the promise: The ball is now tossed to us. He has given us what we need.
He has told us to wait, stay in the city until you are clothed with power. He’s saying that the Spirit is on the way. New energy is on the way. Wait, watch listen, get ready, trust.
The wind is stirring. The Spirit is rising. Out of absence can come presence-new energy, new beginning. 
So may it be for us. Amen.
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